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PORNOGRAPHY AND DOCUMENTARY :The Politics of the Alibi 
Chuck Kleinhans 

Hardcore sexual images, even when presented in a dramatic fictional form or in an 
experimental avant garde one, inevitably have a documentary nature. Thus the narrative 
fantasy or imagistic pleasure is co-existent and sometimes overcome by the factual 
realism of the activity. Documentary in turn has often addressed matters of sexual 
representation, not simply as matters of education or social policy, but also as voyeuristic 
witnessing. In this documentary tradition, the “discourse of sobriety” functions largely as 
an alibi for the considerably more unsanctioned activity of looking at sex. In the 
pornographic tradition, documentary’s discourse of sobriety functions to provide a legal 
safeguard (in some historical circumstances) as well as a superego justification for 
voyeuristic looking. 

I look at these issues as they developed in heterosexual pornography in the 60s-70s US 
by considering work distributed at the edge of the softcore/exploitation market that had to 
fill the argument of “redeeming social and educational value.” The alibi functions in the 
sample films primarily as a commercial tool rather than serving any aesthetic or social 
purpose; yet at the same time, the alibi allowed perverse boundary pushing, changing the 
“norm” of documentary. Each film uses an authoritative (male) narrator to establish a 
“teacherly” presence. The conclusion reconsiders key aspects of documentary narration. 

Films considered: 

MONDO FREUDO (1966), d. R. F. Frost is a pseudo-documentary with palpably fake 
sites: a Japanese SM club, a Puerto Rican black mass, a W. German mud wrestle, 
Mexican sex slave auction, etc. It was followed by the same director’s MONDO 
BIZARRO, a similar fake documentary. 

SEXUAF FREEDOM IN DENMARK (1970) is a fairly descriptive reportage piece 
which had widespread US screening. 

HOLLYWOOD BABYLON (1972, d. Van Guylder) provides fake unauthorized 
dramatic reenactments of Hollywood scandals in the 1920s. 

LET ME DIE A WOMAN (1977, d. Doris Wishman) is a documentary by the legendary 
sexplotation director depicting the lives of pre- and post-op transgender people with 
explicit surgical footage. 

This is the first part of a longer project which will use the same foundation to discuss the 
persistence and flourishing of sex documentary in works such as THE GIRLS OF 
SILICON VALLEY (c. 1990, d. Loretta Sterling) which includes extensive surgical 
footage of breast implants, and the spectacularly successful HBO series REAL SEX, as 
well as G-STRING DIARIES, and various street prostitute and pimp documentaries. 
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